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ABSTRACT
The goal of this study was to explore the status of Online Reference Services in the
university libraries of Lahore, Pakistan. A quantitative method followed by a survey research
design was adopted to gather the required data. The population of the study was all the public and
private sector universities of Lahore. The tool of the questionnaire was developed to gather the
required data. Accumulated data were gathered through SPSS Software. The findings of the study
show that only a few libraries are utilizing online reference services. Library professionals are
facing several barriers to the implementation of ORS in university libraries including a lack of
adequate planning. The study motivates library professionals to implement ORS in university
libraries so that users might be served efficiently through the modern-driven approaches. Old
fashioned reference services need to be replaced by the latest online methods in the best interests
of both the users and the organization. The study has practical implications for the policymakers,
concerned authorities, and top administration of the university libraries.
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Background & Introduction:
The history of reference service starts in 1876 (Cassell & Hiremath, 2009). Reference
services were started in universities when printed catalog and Dewey Decimal Classification
(DDC) scheme was started to use in libraries. The need for specially trained staff was felt.
Assistance to users was started to provide. Later in 1890, this concept of assistance to users was
termed reference work (Kaplan,1947). There are three major components of reference service one

is involved in finding information from a user point of view or help the users in finding
information. Second are guidelines that are used to instruct users to get information regarding
library collection usage and services. The third is the user's education and facilitation to fulfill their
needs and to get desired information. (Bunge,1999)

Libraries began to implement automation at the end of the 1980s. With the progress of the
internet these services have been extended much from an online catalog to online searching, and
much more. Reference services in university libraries have been influenced by this development.
Prior CD ROMs were a basic tool for automated services, however, over time web pages were
developed and new concepts of automation in reference services have also emerged. While
providing reference services to distance users different kinds of communication methods are used.
To plan and provide ORS, the proper project should be developed (Tenopir & Ennis, 2001). Bunge
and Bopp (2001) described the importance of reference services and reference librarians. They
emphasized the basic role of reference librarians to meet the basic objective of reference librarians
which is to fulfill the needs of users and to solve their queries.

Reference services are the main and important services of the library. These services are
also known as personalized services as a personal interview is conducted between librarian and
user. Web and ORS are providing different access to resources making reference sources easy to
explore (Chowdhury, 2002). The history of libraries shows that in the beginning libraries were
only record houses. The function of libraries was limited to the acquisition, organization, and
preservation of material. Libraries were also considered a status symbol. Access to libraries was
limited to wealthy and noble persons (TycKoson, 2003). Both academic and reference services
depend on information technology. Users want reference service immediately, accurately, and
timely. To cope with all this and to meet users' needs, it has become necessary to adopt new
technologies for providing reference services. Librarian is a bridge between information and the
user, and he/she must keep in mind that there should be no compromise on the authenticity of
information and the user should be focused while providing services. (Retting & James, 2003)

Libraries are an important part of research organizations like universities. The main
purpose of universities is to promote research, and libraries play important role in promoting

research. To keep in view this purpose of university libraries the HEC has established a digital
library that is providing access to more than 75,000 online content for fulfilling the eligibility
criteria. This has helped librarians in improving reference services and providing efficient and
sufficient information in time to users. (http://www.digitallibrary.edu.pk Data service is an
essential part of academic libraries, however, to provide accurate information, some skills are
required and specific methodology is adopted to provide data services. Terminology can be a
challenge while providing this service. So, considering all this a library must know the requirement
of its users. Interaction with the user is very helpful for providing this service. University libraries
are finding and adopting innovative methods for providing data services. Workshop, training, and
practicing can make it much easier to provide effective data services (Read & Eleanor, 2007).
Reference Services are influenced by changing disposition of users and sources. A larger number
of information is available online. Many students can skillfully use these online sources. New
trends to use the internet in daily routines of life have made the users skilled in using online
research resources. This trend has changed the user's attitude towards reference services (Foster,
2007).

In the recent era of technologies, libraries have changed a lot by adopting these
techniques. Libraries are now serving at an advanced level by accessing different electronic
resources. In Pakistan, university libraries are ahead in providing sources and services as
compared to other libraries like public libraries, school libraries. (Youns, 2014)

In Pakistan, university libraries are adopting new technologies due to the availability
of resources and finance as compared to public, school, college, and other libraries. Some
libraries are providing up-to-date and online services through websites including ORS, while
some libraries are planning to adopt these ORS. There is a need to study librarian's perception
towards ORS, status, and issues that are being faced by them in university libraries. This study
will find the current scenario of ORS in the university libraries of Lahore. Some university
libraries are still offering traditional reference services. This study will show that what the
perception of librarians regarding ORS is. Why do they want to adopt this or why they did
not adopt it? It would also help to know about the exact position of ORS in the university
libraries of Lahore.

LITERATURE REVIEW
With the passage of time reference services became so important that in 1957 American
Library Association (ALA) established Reference Services Division. Later it was given the name
of Reference and Adult Services Division (RASD) in 1972, and it was renamed again in 1996
Reference and User Services Association (RUSA). RUSA is working for adopting and uplift new
trends of reference services. It has also made guidelines for the development and delivery of
reference services. (Macikas,2010)
Types of Reference Services:
There are three basic types of reference services which are delivery of information, a
guideline for the use of the library and its material, and criteria for selection of library material.
These three services seem separate but in working they are embedded with each other. (Bung &
Bopp. 2001)

Ready Reference questions need a sudden response and it might be spelling, address, or
any other minor query. This query can be solved quickly by consulting one or two reference
sources like a dictionary, Encyclopedia, Yearbook, directories, or any geographical source. The
majority of the questions received in academic libraries are responded to by using ready reference
sources. (Burge & Bopp, 2001)

Research questions are usually asked by experts in a particular field. These questions are
replied to by consulting more reference sources. These are complex as compared to the ready
reference question (Katz, 2002). This type of reference service involves the searching of
bibliographical information/ verification towards further information.

Guidelines are also a basic form of reference services. It consists of guiding users in the
usage of the library. Reference librarian guides the users in the use of library OPACs, material,
and its services.

Reference interviews are a conversation between user and librarian. Through this interview
user can explain his query in a more specific way, a librarian can also interact with the user by
asking questions. (Afolabi, Michael 1992)

The reference interview is an important discussion between the service provider and the
user. The librarian gets information about the user and query. He comes to know about the user's
interest, research interest, or other particular information, required for solving reference queries.
By getting this information through the reference interview librarian can refine his search and he
can choose the accurate source for solving his query. (Arms, 2000)

Use of Information Technology in Reference Services

The term ORS has no ambiguity now and different academic libraries are adopting this
service with the passage of time. However, while adopting these services libraries should keep in
mind a few points as some issues and challenges may arise after implementing this service.
Different kinds of queries arise when users become familiar with the ORS. Training workshops
are highly essential to be attended to become more skilled in this area to provide better satisfactory
services. New technologies are creating and causing new challenges for ORS with the passage of
time. (Ciccone & Vanscoy, 2003)

Live chat is a successful service to keep interaction between librarian and user. This not
only provides online reference services very effectively but also in a short time. It also makes good
repute of library as a good production of information and its dissemination. Live chat creates such
a bridge between librarian and user. Through the live chat, information can cross to the desired
one very fast. It also helps to clear any ambiguity of the query. (Cichanowicz 2003)

The record of queries that are replied through electronic sources must be kept. This would
help to maintain the collection development of such resources. It would also help to know about
current and popular issues among users. Such archival records would save the time of both service
provider and user in repetitive queries, it would also help to know the information needs of a
particular population. (Pomerantz, 2003)

Library websites play important roles in imparting reference services to users as many
students in academic libraries report to staff that they prefer to use the website instead of coming
to the library. However, there are still some issues while providing services through this method.
Queries that are being sent by using websites are usually responded to by email. It takes delay.
Some queries are responded to by the next day or others may be forwarded to an expert librarian
which may take some time. In face-to-face reference services, many ambiguities can be clear while
in such cases query might be vague. (Chowdhury & Margariti, 2004)

With the increase of information literacy culture, manual reference services are being
replaced by ORS. One of the factors to adopt ORS is access to resources without visiting the
library. With the technological development user's expectations have increased and this made the
adoption of ORS necessary for libraries. (Sims, 2008)

Reference services through online chat are very productive. This is known as a real-time
reference service. It is not a much older concept. In a study at Grand Valley State University
(GVSU), it was observed that chat reference queries' average was 30 per week. It was also observed
that chat reference queries were declined at weekends, however, students get active on Sundays
perhaps before the start of their academic week (Bravender & Molaro,2011).

Information Technology background is very essential for utilizing the latest tools of
technology. Without technical expertise, maximum benefits of IT can’t be gained. Mansoureh
(2014) conducted a study to investigate the factors for the adoption of Web 2.0 tools in the libraries
of Iran. The findings of the study revealed that the most dominating factors were capability, job
requirements, and IT background. These factors played a good role in technology acceptance
behaviors. It was recommended that Web 2.0 technologies should not be ignored as these brought
multiple benefits to the library practitioners. These technologies help in providing satisfactory
online reference services to the users.

It is very essential to use the latest information technologies to provide virtual references
to the users. Without the effective implementation of technology, users of the present age can't be

satisfied. Library professionals need to cultivate the required skills of the present age of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) so that they may serve the users efficiently.

Status of ORS in Academic Libraries

To improve and enhance ORS it is necessary to know about the status of ORS. Different
techniques like evaluation can be used to know the status of ORS. Like all other services of
libraries marketing of ORS is also necessary. A lot of information on the internet has given an
atmosphere of competition to librarians. It has become necessary to make a marketing strategy for
ORS. It would help them to attract their users towards library services. A good marketing plan
would help to promote library services. Users’ statistics can help to make a good library plan.
(MacDonald & Stephens, 2008).

Chat reference service is one of the important ORS. Good Chat reference services are
depending on the professional expertise of reference staff. To improve professional skills for better
reference services it is important to get education and training. These skills can be polished by
attending different training workshops. Refresher courses prove very productive. (Luo, Lilli 2008)

Online Reference Services are included access without physical presence. Different
techniques and technologies like Instant messaging and instant conversations are used. Getting
knowledge of ORS is a new trend in librarianship's librarians who will provide ORS need different
skills as compared to librarians providing manual reference services. Specific skills are required
to tackle queries received through ORS. Even skills are required to interact with online queries.
Resolving these queries also need expertise. (Lindbloom, Yackle, Burhans, Peters & Bell, 2008)

There are no specific standards for the evaluation of ORS but libraries have adopted some
guidelines to judge services. By evaluating services, libraries can embrace new trends in ORS. It
would also help to know user's perceptions and interests towards ORS. The evaluation process
would help to improve web-based reference services techniques (Gerlich,2009).

Trained staff and a big setup are required for the successful implementation of ORS.
Different library software helps manage and find problems relevant to reference services and
electronic queries. The study done by Resnick and Clark in 2009 shows that experience and
willingness to work with electronic sources are required to implement ORS in a better way. Proper
paperwork or workflow is required before implementing this service. (Resnick & Clark, 2009)

Resnick & Clark (2009) conducted studies on Texas A&M University Libraries about the
implementation of VR services in the same libraries. They concluded that for providing VR
services separate trained staff is required. The use of electronic resources for providing better ORS
is possible if proper infrastructure is provided with trained staff.

Good communications skills and clear knowledge of technologies are required for
providing ORS in libraries. Library personnel should learn the practically implemented methods
for better service. The staff handling ORS should be familiar with user's trends, solutions to
complicated queries, and technology changes. (Resnick, Ugaz & Burford, 2010)

A librarian should have good communication skills for better ORS, well awareness about
objectives of the organization and academic environment. Library staff must have sound
knowledge of available online sources. Searching techniques should be learned. The librarian
should have sound communications skills to handle users, researchers, vendors, publishers, and
agents according to their knowledge and level. A successful ORS setup depends on the skills and
access of staff. If staff is well aware of techniques he can better use online reference sources for
accurate ORS. Written policies and workflow charts can help to succeed ORS in a big setup.
(Resnick, Ugaz & Burford, 2010)

Users’ training is also necessary for gaining fruitful results from ORS. In a study of the
New York University library, it was observed that sometimes users do not use accurate search
query and as a result, they do not find accurate information or they spend much time searching.
Users who are well aware of different searching skills like Boolean operators can get required
information timely and precisely. So, for effective ORS users training is also required. (Collard &
Whatley, 2011)

By using different technological methods users are searching and finding many things.
They are doing all this with the help of Google, Google Scholars, and many other search engines.
However, computer technology is unable to interpret human contacts, thinking, and mind
communications. Library professionals have the expertise and skills for online searching. They
know well how to retrieve required results in minimum time. Search engines give broader results.
With knowledge of effective searching techniques, the results can be narrowed. Computer
programs act according to commands given by computer operators. Computer software does not
communicate or observe human behavior as a library professional can. Although the online
resources have affected several reference queries but yet reference staff have many queries to be
solved. Users prefer to find answers directly by using different search engines but accuracy and
authenticity are gained by using the different searching techniques. (Bandyopadhyay & BoydByrnes, 2016)

Development of ORS
The history of the ORS starts from the first service which was the Electronic Access to
Reference Service (EARS), provided by the University of Maryland Health Services Library in
Baltimore in 1984. (Wiese & Borgendale, 1986)

Digital Reference Services is a way to market the library collection. In the start to mid1990s, reference services were appearing on the internet however those were not linked to the
library physically or electronically. These services were known as "Ask A scientist or "Ask As".
Ask a librarian service can be compared to reference desk service as digital services are compared
to physical services. These services can use physical sources to resolve queries but the methods of
meeting the information needs of users are known as electronic methods. (Lankes, 1998)

In an advanced technological environment, ORS is the best solution to handle and fulfill
the required needs of the users. The advanced stage of the manual and traditional reference service
is ORS. This advanced form of reference service allows people to connect with librarians through
the internet. Librarians receive queries through e-mail, web forms, and other methods. After

receiving queries, he identifies the problems, analyzes, and gives required information to users.
(Arms & Wlliam, 2000)

Digital reference services started in the 1980s but with the passage of time, they emerged
with different terms like electronic reference, digital reference, and virtual reference. In the past
few years, Online Reference Services is growing at a rapid pace. Manual resources can be utilized
to fulfill information needs but these manual resources are too accessed via electronic means to
save precious time and labor. Manual reference queries can be asked by approaching the reference
desk but online queries can be asked round the clock by using the Ask a Librarian service or any
other service being provided under the ORS of a library. (Han & Goulding, 2003)

Libraries have created attraction by providing online reference services. It is now
innovative to provide reference services by electronic means. In the future, it would become a
necessity. At present many reference sources are being provided by this service. Some services are
offered free while others are provided after payment. In the future, these services seem to be
adopted at a vast level even in developing countries. (Chandwani, 2003)

With the change of the concept of services, libraries have also adopted different ways to
provide services. Emporia State University took initiative to provide library services through chat
reference. Libraries are facing different problems in adopting ORS like budget, staff, training, and
infrastructure (Summey & Akers, 2008).

Research Question:
• What is the status of Online Reference Services (ORS) in the university libraries of
Lahore, Pakistan?

Methodology:
Quantitative method followed by a survey research design was adopted to gather the
required data. The population of the study was all the public and private sector universities of
Lahore. A purposive sampling technique was utilized. The tool of the questionnaire was developed
to gather the required data. Accumulated data were gathered through SPSS Software.

Data Analysis & Interpretation
Separate Reference Section
The results of Table (1) highlight that few of the higher education commission recognized
universities have separate reference services section in academic libraries 17 (58.6 %) while 6 (2.7
%) have reference section attached with another section. While some 2(6.9%) have only few shelves.

Table 1
Separate reference section/reference desk
Frequency

Percentage

Yes

17

58.6

No

4

13.8

Attached with section

6

20.7

Only few shelves

2

6.9

Form of Reference Services

The results of (Table 2) show that most of the university libraries are providing reference
services both in print and electronic medium 27(93.1%).
Table 2
Form of reference services
Frequency

Percentage

Both

27

93.1

Print

1

3.4

Electronic

1

3.4

Quantity of Reference Material

The results of the (Table 3) highlight that 6 (1.33%) libraries have less than 10000 reference
collection. Only 3 (1.67%) libraries had 10000 to 50000.collection.18 libraries did not tell about
their reference collection.

Table 3
Quantity of reference material
Mean
Blank

Frequency
18

Less than 10000

1.33

6

10000 to 5000

1.67

3

50000 to 10000

1.00

2

Designated Library Staff
The result of the (Table 4) highlights that 16(55.2 %)libraries do not have designated
library staff, while13 (44.8%) had designated library staff.
Table 4
Designated Library Staff
Frequency

Percentage

No

16

55.2

Yes

13

44.8

Time Period for Providing ORS

The result of the (Table 5) highlights that 6(1.33%) libraries have less than 10000 reference
collection. Only 3 (1.67%)libraries had 10000 to 50000.collection.18 libraries did not tell about
their reference collection.
Table 5
Time period for providing ORS
Frequency

Percentage

2-5 years

10

34.5

1-2 year

9

31.0

Less than 1 year

5

17.2

More than 5 years

5

17.2

Reference Services as Important Part of Library

The results of the Table (6) highlight that mostly 28(96.6%) librarians are agree with
importance of reference section. Only 1(3.4%) are strongly disagree with this.
Table 6
Reference section as important part of library
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

18

62.1

Agree

10

34.5

Strongly Disagree

1

3.4

Use of Reference Section

The results of the Table (7) show that mostly 27(93.1%) librarians are agree that users
frequently use reference section. Only 1(3.4%) are strongly disagree with this.
Table 7
Reference section as important part of library
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly agree

7

24.1

Agree

20

69.0

Neutral

1

3.4

Disagree

1

3.4

Helpful for Librarians

The results of the Table (8) highlight that mostly 28(96.6%) librarians are agree with
importance of reference section. Only 1(3.4%) are strongly disagree with this.

Table 8
Reference section as important part of library
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

18

62.1

Agree

10

34.5

Strongly Disagree

1

3.4

Separate Reference Section

The results of the Table (9) show that mostly 27 (93.1%) librarians agree that there should be
separate reference section. Only 1 (3.4%) were disagree.

Table 9
Separate Reference section
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

14

62.1

Agree

13

34.5

Strongly Disagree

1

3.4

Neutral

1

3.4

Helpful in Marketing of Library Services

The results of the Table (10) show that mostly 12 (41.4%) and 13 (44.8%) librarians agree
that reference services are helpful in marketing of library services. Only 1 (3.4%) were disagree.
Table 10
Separate Reference Section
Frequency

Percentage

Agree

13

44.8

Strongly Agree

12

41.4

Neutral

3

10.3

Strongly Disagree

1

3.4

Free Online Reference Source

The results of the Table (11) highlight that mostly 19 (65.5%) libraries have access to free
online sources while 10(34.5%) libraries do not have access to free online resources.

Table 11
Free Online Reference Sources
Frequency

Percentage

Yes

19

65.5

No

10

34.5

Subscribed Online Reference Sources
The results of the Table (4.4.2) shows that mostly 17 (58.6%) libraries have access to
subscribed online sources while 12(41.4%) libraries do not have access to subscribed online
resources.
Table 12
Subscribed Online Reference Sources
Frequency

Percentage

Yes

17

58.6

No

12

41.4

Ask a Librarian

The results of the Table (13) show that mostly 18(62.1%) libraries are providing ask a librarian
services while 11(37.9%) libraries are not providing this service.

Table 13
Ask A Librarian
Frequency

Percentage

Yes

18

62.1

No

11

37.9

Library page on Facebook

The results of the Table (14) highlight that mostly 16(55.2%) libraries do not have library
page on face book while 13(44.8%) have page on face book.

Table 14
Library page on face book
Frequency

Percentage

No

16

55.2

Yes

13

44.8

Short Messaging Services (SMS)
The results of the Table (15) highlight that mostly 23(79.3%) libraries are not using SMS
service while 6(20.7%) are providing this service.

Table 15
Short Messaging Services (SMS)
Frequency

Percentage

No

23

79.3

Yes

6

20.7

Instant Messaging
The results of the Table (16) indicate that mostly 20(69.0%) libraries are not providing instant
messaging services while 9 (31%) are providing this service. This shows that few libraries are
providing this service.
Table 16
Instant Messaging
Frequency

Percentage

No

9

31.0

Yes

20

69.0

Webcam/Video Conferencing
The results of the Table (17) highlight at the time of study no library was providing
webcam/video conferencing services for providing reference services.

Table 17
Webcam / videoconferencing
Frequency

Percentage

No

29

100

Yes

0

0

Discussion
Results show mostly libraries are providing different types of ORS. Some libraries are
providing manual reference services along with ORS. Majority of the libraries have professional
staff for reference services. In contrary to this separate reference section is not developed in many
libraries. It is attached with another section mostly. However, every library has set up a separate
reference desk. It is clear from findings that in many libraries ORS is at developing stage. Mostly
libraries are providing asynchronous ORS, however trends to provide synchronous ORS is also
increasing.

Majority of the librarians have positive attitude towards ORS. They strongly agree with
importance of ORS. It was concluded that mostly librarians both in public and private sector are
fully agree with the importance and worth of ORS in libraries. Majority of the librarians were
offering ORS in both forms. The finding was that both forms have their own pros and cos that’s
why librarians are using both for users. It was observed that only few libraries have separate
reference section, while majority have attached reference section with another section.
The findings how that many libraries have designated reference staff in the libraries for
reference section, while in some libraries due to shortage of staff, separate librarian is not deputed
in reference section. The findings show that majority of the libraries started ORS from two to five
years, while some have adopted in last two years. Email reference service is being used by
majority; it is very effective way of offering ORS. After that Free Online sources are being used

by majority of the libraries for providing ORS. subscribed online sources is also popular type of
ORS. After this library page on Ask a Librarian is being used. Reference service through Facebook
is being provided by different libraries. Chat reference/Instant Massaging is being offered by few
libraries while SMS reference service is also being provided by limited libraries and at present no
library is offering Web cam/ Video conferencing ORS in academic libraries of Lahore.

Recommendations
On the basis of conclusion, following recommendations are made: LIS Syllabus
Library school should play their role by arranging information literacy programs. about
ORS or by arranging different workshops in continuing education programme. This is very
important part of library services now, it should be introduced and included in syllabus.

Time Limitation
The librarians should try to reply/ solve queries though ORS as soon as possible. Possible
time of solving query should be given to user or it should indicate on web page.
Separate ORS Collection
Librarians should develop electronic separate collection for ORS in their libraries to meet
the users need.
Special Training
The staff busy in offering ORS must be provided special training or they should be given
opportunity to attend different workshops, seminars regarding ORS. In other words staff should
be updated regarding ORS.
Planning
Planning is necessary to introduce any type of ORS. Finance and budget must be approved
before starting any project of ORS in libraries to avoid any inconvenience in future.

Areas for Further Studies
1. The same study can be done about user’s perception towards ORS in universities
libraries.
2.The same study can be done on different types of libraries like public, and special
libraries.
3.The area of this study can be expand to Punjab province, other provinces and major cities
of Pakistan.
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